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Abstract

Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince offers a rich canvas for exploring the subversion of
traditional gender roles within the framework of feminist literary criticism. This paper examines how
Murdoch challenges and redefines gender norms through her complex characters and narrative
structure. By analysing the protagonist Bradley Pearson and his interactions with female characters
such as Rachel, Julian, Christian and Priscilla, we uncover how Murdoch deconstructs stereotypical
gender roles and critiques the power dynamics inherent in relationships. The paper argues that
Murdoch’s portrayal of these characters not only questions the conventional expectations of
masculinity and femininity but also underscores the fluidity and constructed nature of gender
identities.
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Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince (1973) is often regarded as one of her most complex
and enigmatic novels, engaging deeply with themes of love, art, philosophy and the
human condition. Though widely celebrated for its intricate psychological and
philosophical narrative, recent feminist readings have shed new light on how the novel
subverts traditional gender roles, exploring the complexities of female agency, power
and desire within a patriarchal framework. At the heart of The Black Prince is Bradley
Pearson, a middle-aged writer and the first person narrator of the novel. He becomes
infatuated with a much younger woman, Julian Baffin who is the daughter of a friend
and literary rival Arnold Baffin. Their relationship, alongside Bradley’s interactions
with other female characters such as Rachel, Christian and Prescilla allows Murdoch
to interrogate the dynamics of gender and authority. Through these characters, the
novel critiques the established roles of women as passive muses or emotional
caregivers, offering instead a portrayal of female autonomy and resistance to
patriarchal control.

Critics have long observed Murdoch’s philosophical engagement in The Black
Prince, but feminist critics have more recently highlighted how the novel reflects
Murdoch’s subtle understanding of gender politics. Bradley Pearson and his wife
Christian’s relationship is an example of gender politics, as initially when Bradley fell
in love with her she seemed to him a life bringer who eventually seemed to him as a
death bringer as she attempted “to invade and conquer me.... I just detested her as an
insinuating power mongering woman, a tyrant....I could not liberate myself from her
mind” (188). According to Maria Antonaccio, Murdoch’s depiction of female characters
like Christian, Rachel and Julian reveals “a subversion of traditional gender roles,
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challenging the power structures that have long defined the male artist and female
muse dynamic” (140). Julian, who initially appears to be a passive recipient of Bradley’s
intellectual and romantic advances, ultimately undermines his authority by rejecting
his control, asserting her independence and challenging his philosophical ideas. As
Martha Nussbaum points out, Julian’s refusal to conform to Bradley’s narrative reflects
Murdoch’s feminist critique of “the male gaze and the objectification of women in male-
centred artistic narratives” (124).

Julian represents another facet of gender role subversion. Unlike traditional
depictions of women as supportive or nurturing figures, Julian is portrayed as
controlling and manipulative. Her dominance within the family structure challenges
the conventional hierarchy where men typically hold power and women are relegated to
supportive roles. “Through her female characters, Murdoch dismantles the conventional
dichotomy of the passive, submissive woman and the active, dominant man, instead
presenting complex individuals who defy societal expectations” (49) rightly observes
Anne Rowe. Julian’s character reveals how women can wield power in ways that
subvert societal expectations. Her manipulation and control over Bradley highlight the
complexity of gender dynamics and the ways in which power can be exerted outside
traditional male-dominated spheres. Julian’s behaviour exposes the hidden power
structures within gender roles and underscores the idea that femininity can encompass
a range of traits, including those traditionally associated with masculinity. A. N.
Wilson’s observation is pertinent in this regard: “In Murdoch’s The Black Prince, female
characters such as Julian serve not only as muses but as symbols of intellectual
independence, shattering the archetypal roles often imposed on women” (113). Bradley
himself admits Julian’s power over himself while writing about his book: “The book had
to come into being because of Julian.... This is her deification” (389). He considers his
work as “My final possession of her. From this embrace she can never now escape”
(389).

Moreover, The Black Prince is not merely a critique of individual male
characters like Bradley, but a broader deconstruction of the societal roles women are
expected to inhabit. Rachel Baffin, for example, initially seems to embody the
stereotype of the emotionally dependent, nurturing woman trapped in a loveless
marriage, yet her character grows in complexity as she asserts her own desires and
power, further undermining patriarchal expectations. For instance, Rachel proves to be
a vindictive woman not a forgiver: “I shall never forgive him [Arnold].... Never, never,
never. Not if he were to kneel at my feet for twenty years. A woman does not forgive
this ever. She won’t save a man at the end. If he were drowning, 1'd watch.... I'll watch
him burn....” (40-41). She proves to be a devil and murders her husband in the end.

Through its complex exploration of gender dynamics, The Black Prince
engages with feminist concerns in subtle yet profound ways. By subverting traditional
roles of power, love and artistic authority, Murdoch critiques patriarchal structures and
offers a compelling feminist reimagining of relationships, identity and autonomy. The
novel provides a rich field for examining the subversion of traditional gender roles
through its characters and their interactions. In this novel, Murdoch challenges
conventional notions of masculinity and femininity, using her characters to critique and
redefine these roles in ways that disrupt established norms. At the heart of the novel is
Bradley Pearson whose journey reveals the limitations and contradictions inherent in
traditional masculinity. Bradley’s character is initially presented as a classic, somewhat
aloof male intellectual, embodying traits associated with traditional male roles: he is

EUROPEAN ACADEMIC RESEARCH - Vol. X, Issue 7/ October 2022
2432



Rashmi Verma— Subverting Gender Roles in Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince: A
Feminist Perspective

self-assured, detached and focused on his work. However, as the narrative unfolds,
Bradley’s perceived strength begins to unravel.

Bradley’s relationship with Rachel extends this critique. Rachel, an assertive
and intellectually ambitious woman, embodies characteristics traditionally associated
with masculinity—self-reliance, confidence and a strong sense of purpose. Her presence
and influence compel Bradley to confront his own identity and masculinity. His initial
attraction to her intellectual prowess turns into a profound challenge to his
understanding of what it means to be a man. Rachel’s dominance in their relationship
destabilizes Bradley’s conventional masculine identity, pushing him to question and
ultimately reject the rigid gender expectations that have previously defined him. It was
not easy for Bradley to ease himself away from Rachel after falling in love with Julian,
as she tells him prophetically: “You know there’s a lot of fire in me: I'm not a wreck like
poor old Priscilla. A lot of fire and power yet. Yes.... You don’t understand. I don’t mean
anything to do with simplicity and love. I don’t even mean a will to survive. I mean fire,
fire. What tortures. What kills” (150). Bradley comes to realize the force of her
forewarnings, when she murders her husband and frames him for the crime. “ She had
taken such a perfect revenge upon the two men in her life” (332).

Moreover, Bradley’s eventual breakdown and existential crisis further
emphasize this subversion. As he grapples with his own inadequacies and the moral
complexities of his life, his struggle reveals the inherent weaknesses in traditional
masculine ideals. Murdoch portrays Bradley’s disillusionment not as a failure but as a
necessary step towards a more subtle understanding of self and gender. Through
Bradley’s journey, Murdoch critiques the limitations of traditional masculinity and
suggests that a more flexible and introspective approach to gender roles is necessary for
personal growth.

Rachel’s character is truly instrumental in subverting traditional femininity.
Unlike the stereotypical passive female, Rachel is depicted as strong-willed and
independent. Her assertiveness and intellectual ambition place her in stark contrast to
conventional feminine roles that emphasize passivity and dependence. Rachel’s
dominance in her relationship with Bradley challenges the traditional gender dynamics
where women are expected to be submissive or accommodating.

Rachel’s behaviour disrupts the male-centric view of gender roles and
highlights the limitations of conventional femininity. Her refusal to conform to societal
expectations of female passivity makes her a figure of resistance against traditional
norms. For instance, if Arnold goes to Christian, Rachel also tries to get closer to
Bradley to compensate. In many ways, Rachel embodies a form of femininity that is
both powerful and autonomous, illustrating how women can steer and redefine gender
roles on their own terms. “Murdoch consistently portrays women who destabilize the
traditional roles assigned to them, allowing them to become agents of change in a
patriarchal world,” (36) rightly observes Elizabeth Dipple.

The Black Prince employs a sophisticated narrative structure that intricately
explores gender dynamics, providing a lens through which traditional gender roles are
both examined and subverted. The novel’s multi-perspective narration allows for a
nuanced portrayal of gender relations, challenging singular, dominant viewpoints and
emphasizing the complexity of characters’ experiences. Murdoch’s use of multiple
narrative perspectives through the postscripts in the novel is central to its exploration
of gender dynamics. The story is recounted through various viewpoints, including those
of the protagonist Bradley Pearson, his beloved Rachel and her daughter Julian. This
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fragmented narrative approach disrupts the traditional single-perspective storytelling
that often reinforces dominant gender norms and provides a more comprehensive
understanding of the characters’ inner lives and gendered experiences.

By presenting the narrative through different lenses, Murdoch allows readers
to engage with the characters’ diverse and sometimes conflicting perceptions of gender
roles. For example, Bradley’s perspective initially reflects traditional masculine ideals,
portraying him as a detached, intellectual figure. However, as the story progresses and
readers gain access to Rachel’s and dJulian’s viewpoints, the limitations and
contradictions of Bradley’s perspective become apparent. Rachel’s assertiveness and
Julian’s manipulative tendencies challenge Bradley’s conventional masculinity,
revealing the complexities and power dynamics inherent in gender relations.

The multi-perspective structure effectively disrupts dominant narratives
about gender roles. In conventional storytelling, male perspectives often dominate,
reinforcing traditional gender expectations. For example, Bradley being selfish enough
tells his helpless sister Priscilla to go back to her husband saying: “You can’t leave
Roger.... I dare say Roger has been tiresome, he’s is a very selfish man but you'll just
have to forgive him. Women just have to put up with selfish men, it’s their lot. You can’t
leave him. There isn’t anywhere else for you to go” (73). Murdoch’s approach counters
this by giving significant voice to female characters and allowing their experiences and
viewpoints to reshape the narrative. Despite his advice, Priscilla eventually leaves her
husband subverting the expected role.

As far as Rachel’s married life is concerned she points out male authority and
her subjection to her husband like this: [A married woman] is a subdivision of her
husband’s mind, and he can release misery into her consciousness whenever he pleases,
like ink spreading into water” (176). By foregrounding Rachel’s perspective, Murdoch
questions the validity of stereotypical feminine attributes and underscores the potential
for women to embody characteristics traditionally associated with masculinity.

The narrative structure not only challenges traditional gender roles but also
reflects the broader dynamics of power and identity. By shifting between different
viewpoints, Murdoch highlights the fluidity and multiplicity of gendered experiences.
This approach allows for a more nuanced exploration of how individuals negotiate
gender roles within their personal and social contexts. Furthermore, the fragmented
nature of the narrative mirrors the complexity of identity and the ways in which gender
roles are constructed and deconstructed. The interplay between the various
perspectives underscores the idea that gender dynamics are not fixed but are
continually shaped by individual experiences and interactions. In the novel Bradley’s
viewpoint about his past does not match the postscripts through which the female
characters contradicted his version of story.

The Black Prince delves deeply into themes of identity, power, and self-
perception, offering a fertile ground for feminist critique. Through its exploration of
these themes, the novel provides a remarkable commentary on gender roles and the
ways in which societal expectations shape individual experiences. One of the central
themes in the novel is the exploration of identity and self-perception. The protagonist,
Bradley Pearson, embarks on a journey of self-discovery that reveals the limitations
and contradictions of traditional masculinity. Bradley’s initial self-image as a detached,
intellectual figure is challenged by his interactions with Rachel and Julian. His struggle
to reconcile his identity with the evolving dynamics of his relationships underscores the
novel’s critique of rigid gender roles.
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From a feminist perspective, Bradley’s quest for self-understanding highlights the
constraints imposed by conventional masculinity. His internal conflict and eventual
disillusionment reflect the limitations of traditional male roles, which often prioritize
detachment and control over emotional depth and personal growth. Murdoch’s portrayal
of Bradley’s struggle serves as a critique of the narrow definitions of masculinity and
suggests the need for a more flexible and inclusive approach to male identity. Thus,
Murdoch wonderfully examines how power is distributed and exercised among her
characters, particularly in the context of traditional gender roles. Most strikingly she
challenges the notion that women must adhere to submissive roles, instead presenting
a model of feminine strength and autonomy.

By presenting characters who defy conventional expectations, Murdoch
challenges the fixed and binary notions of masculinity and femininity. The novel’s
portrayal of gender dynamics underscores the fluidity and complexity of gender
identities, suggesting that traditional roles are inadequate for capturing the diverse
experiences of individuals. Through its character development and thematic concerns,
The Black Prince advocates for a more inclusive and flexible understanding of gender.
The novel highlights the need to move beyond rigid stereotypes and embrace a more
intricate view of identity and power. Murdoch’s critique of conventional gender roles
aligns with feminist perspectives that seek to deconstruct and redefine societal
expectations, promoting a more egalitarian and self-aware approach to gender
relations. “Murdoch’s feminist subtext in The Black Prince emphasizes the fluidity of
gender and the limitations imposed by rigid, patriarchal definitions of womanhood”
(Lovibond 29). Thus, Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince offers a profound feminist critique
of traditional gender roles through its complex characters, narrative structure, and
thematic concerns.
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